Summey (Professor, University Libraries and Archives) and Valenti (Assistant Professor, School of Library and Information Management)
Emporia State University [Emporia, KS]

POOL MANAGER, LIFEGUARD, SWIM COACH, SWIMMER:
KEEPING YOUR HEAD ABOVE WATER WITH THE ACRL
FRAMEWORK
TERRI SUMMEY AND SANDRA VALENTI
INTRODUCTION
In 2015, the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) changed the discussion surrounding information
literacy (IL) in higher education with the passage of the Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education (ALA ACRL,
2015). The Framework was a significant change from the previous document, the Information Literacy Competency Standards for
Higher Education (ALA ACRL, 2000), which focused on a fixed set of information literacy skills. The Standards provided academic
librarians a specific set of competencies useful to develop IL programs, instructional sessions, and assessment practices. In contrast,
the Framework is more theoretical in nature, consisting of six threshold concepts (frames) that present a set of core foundational
ideas with select knowledge practices and dispositions. Designed to foster campus collaboration and librarian-led conversations, the
Framework suggests that teaching librarians reach out to potential campus partners and collaborate with library colleagues,
departmental faculty, and other campus constituencies. As stated in the Framework, “Librarians have a greater responsibility in
identifying core ideas within their own knowledge domain that can extend learning for students, in creating a new cohesive
curriculum for IL, and in collaborating more extensively with faculty” (Introduction section, para. 1). Through conversations with
academic librarians, Gross, Latham, and Julien (2018) identified several challenges that librarians face when implementing the
Framework: resistance from library colleagues; a sense of minimal support or direction; impossibility of teaching all of the frames
in a single session; and identifying discipline-specific faculty partners to facilitate integrating the frames throughout the curriculum.
Building upon the conceptual nature of the Framework, in 2017, ACRL revised the existing Standards for Proficiencies for
Instruction Librarians and Coordinators (ALA ACRL, 2008) with the Roles and Strengths of Teaching Librarians document (ALA
ACRL, 2017). This Roles and Strengths document took a more holistic approach to “to conceptualize and describe the broad nature
and variety of the work that teaching librarians undertake as well as the related characteristics which enable librarians to thrive within
those roles” (Purpose of the Roles section, para. 1). Additionally, document developers utilized the term “teaching librarian” to
emphasize the evolving roles undertaken by librarians in teaching and learning activities on campuses. The document delineates
seven roles, presenting them in a conceptual model: advocate, coordinator, instructional designer, leader, lifelong learner, teacher,
and teaching partner (Figure 1). Under each role, strengths utilized by librarians in carrying out these roles are identified. It is
recognized that teaching librarians often cannot encompass all the roles. Rather, the Roles and Strengths document describes various
roles they might undertake and provides inspiration for future roles.
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Figure 1: Roles and Strengths of Teaching Librarians Conceptual Model

The evolution from the Information Literacy Competency Standards to the Framework was a paradigm shift for academic
librarians regarding IL, which led to a focus on understanding, implementing, teaching, and assessing the Framework in IL programs.
With the attention of academic teaching librarians on the Framework, little or no attention was paid to the release of the Roles and
Strengths document. This focus on the Framework instead of the Roles and Strengths is evidenced in the library and information
science (LIS) literature. A search in LIS subject databases using the phrase “Roles and Strengths of Teaching Librarians” found only
two articles, one of which presented the revised document. In contrast, a search in the same LIS subject databases for the phrase
“Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education” located 370 articles. A survey conducted by the authors provides
additional support: When asked about their familiarity with the Roles and Strengths document, over 45% of nation-wide survey
respondents (n=172) indicated that they were “Not So Familiar” or “Not At All Familiar” with the document; only 15% of
respondents indicated they were “Very Familiar” or “Extremely Familiar” with the document.
This evidence reveals a gap not only in the literature regarding the Roles and Strengths document, but also in its awareness
among academic teaching librarians. Although respondents lacked awareness regarding the document, they believed in its value and
wanted to learn more. Therefore, this paper has two objectives: 1) raise awareness regarding the Roles and Strengths document and
2) utilize research-based evidence to demonstrate how the identified roles are used to implement the Framework.

ROLES AND STRENGTHS
Advocate
In their discussion of economic austerity in libraries, Cowen and Eva (2016) suggest that librarians should advocate for a
shift in IL instruction primarily to faculty. While you may or may not agree with this position, the paper reveals the need for librarians
to advocate for the information needs of students in the academic environment. Cowen and Eva also explore the theme of
embeddedness, describing their work in their school’s course Moodle environment, with a suite of academic writing course modules
and a new faculty outreach program.
Communities of Practice can help advocacy groups become more effective. Smith and Lee (2017) studied advocacy and
the growing trend for Open Educational Resources (OERs). Being involved in a community allowed for the exchange of new ideas.
“The BCOER [British Columbia Open Educational Resources] Librarians group has been busy developing comprehensive guides
and tools such as an OER repository assessment rubric, an advocacy poster, and OER guides. These resources are all OERs so that
others may reuse or adapt them” (p. 115).
Coordinator
Jacobson and Gibson (2015) recommend that academic teaching librarians systematically analyze where IL is integrated in
the curriculum by utilizing curriculum mapping to identify potential courses and academic programs where the various frames in the
Framework may be integrated. This systematic analysis will help to provide coordination and guidance for the IL instruction
program. Curriculum mapping helps to identify constituencies on campus as potential partners to integrate the IL frames throughout
the curriculum. Potential partners include subject faculty and other entities interested in student success such as administrators,
curriculum committees, teaching enhancement centers, first-year experience programs, introductory writing programs, and academic
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support services. Bendriss, Saliba, and Birch (2015) emphasize the importance of coordinating IL instruction through focused
partnerships with faculty to provide systematic instruction throughout the educational career of a student. Without a coordinated
plan, providing IL instruction can be sporadic and haphazard.
A coordinated assessment program to help demonstrate the value of the library in the lives of students and to assess student
learning is equally important. Eastman et al. (2018) describe how they utilized authentic assessment to measure the value of their IL
instruction in introductory writing courses at Utah State University. They emphasize “the importance of engaging in a continuous
cycle of assessment combined with continual conversations with faculty about their perceptions of what their students are learning”
(p. 80).
Instructional Designer
Instructional design (ID) is a frequent topic of discussion in the realm of IL. To better respond to first-year students’ IL
needs in higher education, Hinchliffe, Rand, and Collier (2018) investigate whether misconceptions drive errors in IL practice
targeted at first-year students. Researchers utilized a systematic review of librarians’ perceptions to develop an inventory of
misconceptions. Hinchliffe et al. indicate the librarians agreed most strongly with certain misconceptions about first year students
and adapted their design accordingly. They perceived these students feel:
•
•
•
•
•

Every question has a single answer;
Research is a linear, uni-directional process;
Google is a sufficient search tool;
Freely available internet resources are sufficient for academic work;
All library resources are credible. (hinchliffe et al., 2018)

In another study, eight award-winning online teaching faculty discuss how they approach the design of instruction (Martin,
Ritzhaupt, Kumar, & Budrani, 2019). A key point Martin et al. (2019) uncover is the systematic nature of good design: “Faculty
began with the learning objectives, identified module or weekly topics, and then included resources in different formats that would
provide students with an understanding of each topic” (p. 38). These award-winning instructors also used backward design concepts,
chunking down of materials, assessment, and careful course organization as tools to support their instructional content. An important
note is that the literature contains many examples of how to go about creating good design (see Artemchik, 2016; Carroll & Klipfel,
2019; Larsen, Wallace, & Pankl, 2018; and others); and updating the instruction curriculum to include newer concepts such as
gaming and the use of graphic novels/story telling also drive the ID role.
Online courses require that IL concepts be translated to that learning environment. Das and Dibyendu (2017) describe their
work in creating quality self-instruction materials for online programs, using a strong theory base to inform their efforts. Their study
found the STRIDE5 handbook to be a useful guide, noting, “It follows the prescriptions given in general by the ID theories in almost
all the cases” (p. 176).
Leader
Leadership can take many forms, and it is not always the person with the highest rank who has the most impact. Consider
librarians at Western University, who recently worked together to complete a project to develop institution-specific Information
Literacy Learning Outcomes (ILLOs) (Adam, Burgess, McPhee, Olson, & Sich, 2018). They state, “Our diverse team included an
archivist, a teaching and learning librarian, a metadata librarian, a copyright librarian, and two research and instructional services
librarians [… who] constituted a different mix of backgrounds and specialties than those who usually volunteer for IL-related teams”
(p. 7). This team successfully completed and launched the set of learning outcomes through collaboration, by inviting multiple
sources for input, and by developing and maintaining a strong project plan. This included many important leadership skills, including
“carefully listening to dissenting views, working through moments of tension, asking clarifying questions of your colleagues, and
taking the time to listen” (p. 12).
Lifelong Learner
In a study regarding the preparation of academic librarians who provide instruction, comparing first-career and secondcareer librarians, Bryan (2016) discover a lack of preparation for teaching in MLS programs. Although some MLS programs offer
courses, often they are not required or offered on a regular basis. To adequately prepare librarians for teaching, study participants
recommended that MLS programs incorporate pedagogical concepts in multiple courses. Pedagogical concepts identified for MLS
programs include assessment, instructional design, the psychology of learning, active learning, and emerging instructional
technologies. Academic librarians learn how to teach on-the-job, through the observation of colleagues and mentoring.
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Research indicates that most academic librarians are self-motivated by taking responsibility for their own learning. Crane
(2014) writes, “All librarians must continue to learn—not only about new information retrieval, distribution and collaboration tools,
and communication technologies but also about subjects that they may not have encountered in their library training, including
teaching strategy, curriculum development, instructional design, adult learning, and strategic marketing” (p. 171). The Roles and
Strengths document (2017) characterizes the teaching librarian as “curious, open, and flexible, seeking out new opportunities for
continuous learning” (Lifelong Learner section, para. 1). To develop pedagogical skills, many teaching librarians use a variety of
methods including reading professional literature, attending professional conferences and workshops, participating in webinars and
continuing education courses, and networking with other library professionals (Bryan, 2016).
Hussong-Christian (2012) describes a teaching competency project developed by Oregon State University librarians that
emphasized the importance of reflection on teaching practices and goal-setting as keys to improving pedagogical skills. Similarly,
Burgess (2015) views the implementation of the Framework as an opportunity for academic teaching librarians to reflect upon their
pedagogical approaches to create student-focused learning environments. Reflective practice is a key element in the Scholarship of
Teaching and Learning (SoTL). Knowledge of SoTL research and practices can assist teaching librarians in becoming reflective and
intentional teachers who focus on improving their instructional skills in order to increase student learning (McNiff & Hays, 2017).
McNiff and Hays (2017) propose teaching the four SoTL stages (Exposure, Encounter, Engagement, and Extension) to preprofessional academic librarians because it helps to foster a culture of continual improvement of teaching.
Teacher
In the Roles and Strengths document, there is a deliberate change in terminology, moving from instruction librarian to the
broader term teaching librarian, because it better describes the engagement of academic librarians in the teaching and learning
processes on campuses. Walter (2008) writes that teaching is a core component of the professional responsibilities and identity of
an academic librarian, both in the classroom and in other aspects of the job. In today’s academic library, teaching has become a core
service with increasing opportunities for academic librarians to teach credit-bearing courses. This happens not only inside the library,
but in other academic departments as well, further cementing the identity of the academic librarian as teacher. Librarians are experts
in IL knowledge practices and can share that knowledge through a variety of means including one-shot instruction sections, becoming
embedded in academic departments and courses, and/or teaching credit-bearing IL courses. As Edwards (2018) states, “Librarians
can be involved in essential instruction at the university level, reaching students in ways that incorporate IL and critical thinking”
(p. 292).
Teaching Partner
When implementing the Framework at their institutions, academic teaching librarians are encouraged to seek out partners
to facilitate embedding IL concepts across the curriculum. As Bendriss, Saliba, and Birch (2015) point out, collaborating with faculty
as teaching partners helps librarians become more visible and accessible to students. Wilson (2010) found that when librarians
collaborate as teaching partners with faculty to integrate IL concepts into specific courses, both the students and the library benefitted
because students utilized library resources more.
Cowen and Eva (2016) present a holistic approach to embedding IL throughout the curriculum by adopting a teach-theteacher approach, whereby librarians teach faculty IL concepts and help integrate them in their instruction. This type of partnership
helps solve the issue of librarians spreading themselves thin by trying to embed themselves in all classes across the curriculum. As
Cowen and Eva point out, collaborating in this way helps teaching librarians to reach more students. Through their novel approach,
Cowen and Eva hope to “weave IL into the existing teaching culture on campus” (p. 174).
Similarly, Gross, Latham, and Julien (2018) discover that successful implementation of the Framework required sharing
teaching responsibilities with various campus constituencies. As one of their study participants point out, “The new Framework
encourages a lot more of the interdisciplinary work and seeing if information competency and IL as a spectrum of knowledge where
it doesn't just reside in a library” (Gross et al., 2018, p. 267).

CONCLUSION
The Framework and Roles and Strengths documents were designed to complement each other. As stated in the Roles and
Strengths document, “The roles of the teaching librarian cannot be fully understood without engagement with the concepts,
knowledge practices, and dispositions outlined in the Framework, which sets out foundational ideas about the information ecosystem
in which librarians work and students learn” (Context section, para. 2). Therefore, whether you are the manager of the pool, or a
lifeguard, swim coach, or swimmer, navigating the Roles and Strengths document provides tools that can guide teaching librarians
as they navigate the waters of IL and as inspiration to reinvent themselves for future instructional roles and settings.
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